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The Higher Education and Research Act established both a regulatory framework
and the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) with associated metrics for student
retention, progression and employability in the United Kingdom. As a key site in
meeting these requirements, the significance of personal tutoring is clear. Despite this,
according to existing institutional research, there is a need for developmental support,
greater clarification on the requisite competencies, and adequate recognition for those
undertaking this challenging role. Moreover, arguably compounding these concerns is
the lack of distinct professional standards for personal tutoring and advising against
which to measure effective practice, only recently addressed by the publication of
The UKAT Professional Framework for Advising and Tutoring. Through a review of the
literature supported by findings from a survey of practitioners, this paper discusses
the need for such standards, and the skills and competencies populating them.
Additionally, the usefulness of pre-existing standards pertinent to tutoring work (such
as the United Kingdom Professional Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting
Learning in HE) are evaluated and the value and recognition with which personal tutoring
standards could be associated are advanced. The survey supported the need for
specific standards – represented by the UKAT framework – as evident from the literature.
Justifications provided for both this and the opposing view are examined. Clarity for both
individual practitioners and institutions was stipulated along with meaningful recognition
and reward for this work which is considered highly important and yet ‘invisible.’ The
participants and literature reviewed identify relevant content along with illuminating the
debate about the relationships between personal tutoring, teaching and professional
advising roles. Valuable analysis of standards, recognition and reward also emerged.
This is considered by discussing the connection between standards and changes
to practice, responses to policy developments and the purpose of ‘standards’ in
comparison to ‘guidance.’ The paper proposes that the recent introduction and use of
a bespoke framework is a necessary response to alleviate some of the current tensions
which beset personal tutoring and advising in higher education.
Keywords: personal tutoring, academic advising, professional standards, professional development, professional
recognition
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INTRODUCTION
The continuing importance of personal tutoring in
United Kingdom Higher Education (HE) is evident from recent
research (Thomas, 2012; Thomas et al., 2017) and policy (OfS,
2018). However, corresponding understanding and recognition
has not readily followed and therefore it may often lack attention,
support, and development at practitioner level (Owen, 2002;
Ridley, 2006; Stephen et al., 2008; McFarlane, 2016; Walker,
2020). In addition, the ‘massification’ and widening access of
United Kingdom HE has hastened the need to meet increasingly
diverse student needs. This situation both creates the demand for
individualized support through personal tutoring and arguably,
simultaneously renders it impossible to deliver effectively given
unmanageable student/staff ratios and workload demands, also
recently identified as key challenges for United States ‘faculty
advisors’ (Hart-Baldridge, 2020).
The response to these dilemmas in recent United Kingdom-
based literature and support materials has provided definitions
and depictions of effective practice through modeling tutoring
interactions (Stork and Walker, 2015; Lochtie et al., 2018)
and evidence of positive impact from developmental training
(Walker, 2020). Inherent within the outcomes of such research
is the call for the ‘professionalization’ of personal tutoring.
In the United States, wider research on defining the role
from those undertaking it (Larson et al., 2018), identifying
required competencies (Menke et al., 2018) and the question
of professionalization has been carried out (Shaffer et al., 2010;
McGill, 2019; McGill et al., 2020). While the last of these
is arguably more advanced in the United States, comparable
dilemmas exist and leaders in the field argue the role has not
yet met the sociological and societal conceptions of a ‘profession’
(Shaffer et al., 2010; McGill, 2019).
To determine how it may be initiated and achieved, one has
to examine what may be associated with ‘professionalization’
more closely. Central to such an endeavor would seem to be
the establishment and use of professional standards for the role
(Walker, 2020) from which institutional and sectoral recognition
and qualification can follow. If comparable standards constitute
the foundation of professional teaching in HE [through the
United Kingdom Professional Standards Framework for Teaching
and Supporting Learning in HE (UK PSF; Advance HE, 2011)]
and associated Postgraduate Certificates and Higher Education
Academy (HEA) Fellowship, then surely the same applies to
personal tutoring? While some may argue that teaching and
personal tutoring coalesce in the single role of an ‘academic’
and view them as inter-dependent, previous studies clearly
show HE teachers’ views on the latter’s particular demands and
requirements in addition to the gaps in training and support
for the role (Owen, 2002; Ridley, 2006; Stephen et al., 2008;
McFarlane, 2016; Hart-Baldridge, 2020; Walker, 2020).
‘As higher education acclimates to the disequilibrium caused by
change, the stature and legitimacy of academic advising will rise
. . . During this time, all academic advisors . . . will be increasingly
judged on their expertise and knowledge as well as their abilities
and the results of their work. As a result they will be seated at
the decision-making tables at colleges and universities across the
globe . . . We predict that by 2025, academic advisors will garner
respect from all institutional leaders and faculty members.’
(McGill and Nutt, 2016, p. 353)
This paper explores the urgent issues pertaining to personal
tutoring contained within McGill and Nutt’s (2016) assertion,
namely its importance, skills and attributes, and recognition, and
their co-dependency, in the context of sectoral flux. Comprising
a review of key literature discussed alongside findings from
a pilot research study undertaken, this paper both explores
the context within which the United Kingdom Advising and
Tutoring association’s (UKAT) new Professional Framework for
Advising and Tutoring [UK Advising and Tutoring (UKAT),
2019, Supplementary Appendix 2] was developed and considers
its relevance. The latter is examined in terms of the needs of the
principal potential users and evaluation of pre-existing standards
pertinent to tutoring work. In doing so, skills and competencies
populating them and the new UKAT framework are discussed
and the value and recognition with which discrete standards
could be associated are proposed. The various intersections and
discrepancies between the literature and the key themes of the
study’s findings are explored.
TERMINOLOGY AND THE
INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE
This study is within the United Kingdom context. However, given
that ‘academic advisor,’ the term used in the United States and
other countries (NACADA, 2017a), is broadly synonymous with
‘personal tutor’ (Grey and Lochtie, 2016), this article draws on
international literature to inform the British situation while using
the latter term unless directly quoting and relevant. Indeed, the
preponderance of United States studies cited illustrates the richer
history of American academic advising research in comparison
to the dearth of such work in the United Kingdom. ‘Faculty role
advisors,’ where academics undertake advising alongside their
other duties equates to the dominant model of personal tutoring
in the United Kingdom. ‘Primary role advisors,’ where advising is
the entire role, has an increasing number of British counterparts
where it is sometimes referred to as the ‘super tutor’ model with
exemplar job titles including ‘Student Engagement and Retention
Officer’ (University of Huddersfield), ‘Student Support Officer’
(University of Sheffield), and ‘Transition and Retention Tutor’
(University of Hull). The fact the latter is the dominant role
type in the United States may partly explain the imbalance in
professional development and research.
PILOT RESEARCH STUDY
METHODOLOGY
A pilot study, in the form of an online survey (Supplementary
Appendix 1), was undertaken to assess the views of those
involved in the delivery and management of personal tutoring
practitioners in the United Kingdom. The survey sought the
views of participants in three areas. First, the relevance, adequacy,
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and usefulness of pre-existing standards. Second, the necessity
for, and potential benefits of, distinct tutoring standards in
addition to the skills and competencies which are associated
with the new UKAT framework [UK Advising and Tutoring
(UKAT), 2019]. Third, the extent to which they felt tutoring
to be valued, rewarded, and recognized (before assessing the
demand for separate professional recognition and how practice
may benefit). This represents the order of the survey whereas
in the subsequent discussion and data tables, the order of the
first and second areas is reversed. These multiple areas were
identified in the survey design due to their close relation.
Given the width of this scope, the paper discusses the data
pertaining to key elements of these broad and complex areas
and thus represents a pilot for future work on additional
related aspects.
The UKAT framework [UK Advising and Tutoring (UKAT),
2019] was published in February 2019 and the latest version,
including professional recognition descriptors, in November of
the same year when associated professional awards were initiated
in pilot form by UKAT. The survey was undertaken between these
two dates during July and August 2019.
Fifty-seven responses were received from participants
representing 26 United Kingdom universities. Two respondents
did not state their institution and one was from an international
university. The research population was comprised of self-
selecting members of UKAT (numbering approximately 240 at
the time of the survey), a sector body constituting individuals
engaged with personal tutoring and advising, whether that be as
a practitioner, leader or in a related support role (see Table 1).
A snowball sampling technique was used to gather responses and
therefore some respondents may have been from outside UKAT.
The survey constituted 15 questions of different types:
demographic (for role titles, institutions and role types), multiple
choice (allowing for multiple responses), scaling/ranking, closed
(with yes/no/don’t know response options) and free text. Both
the closed and scaling/ranking questions were accompanied
by free text questions asking respondents to briefly explain
their answers. The rationale for this, and the question
types represented, reflected the intention to gain as much
meaningful data as possible in a study seeking views on a
subjective topic.
Data Analysis
Both quantitative and qualitative data were gathered and an
inductive coding approach was used to analyze the latter. Initial
reading and annotation was followed by identification of themes
and a subsequent thematic content analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006; Bryman, 2008).
THE NECESSITY AND USEFULNESS OF
PROFESSIONAL STANDARDS FOR
PERSONAL TUTORING AND ADVISING
To discuss the necessity and usefulness of discrete standards
for personal tutoring, one needs to consider personal tutoring’s
importance and how they may help overcome the challenges it
faces. In addition, the content of standards, in particular tutor
skills and competencies, can be a key determiner of relevance and
meaningfulness. Illustrated with relevant literature and findings
from the pilot study, this section examines each of these three
interlinked areas.
The Importance of Personal Tutoring at
Policy, Institution, Practitioner, and
Student Level
The support provided by an institution is judged by the metrics
and objectives associated with the regulatory framework (OfS,
2018) and Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) established
by the Higher Education and Research Act (2017): student
retention, progression, and employability, a high quality
academic experience and value for money (OfS, 2018, p. 4).
Arguably vital in meeting these requirements, the increasing
attention paid to personal tutoring is perhaps not surprising.
Moreover, this focus is borne out of student-centered strategy
following the 2012 increase in tuition fees and diversification
of student needs resulting in HE institutions re-evaluating their
relationship with students. The headlines from key research
in the field convey a similar high level of importance. The
comprehensive and seminal What Works? reports (Thomas,
2012; Thomas et al., 2017) affirm proactive holistic support
through personal tutoring as the way to achieve the ‘belonging’
at the heart of student retention and success. The persistence of
differences in student outcomes for ‘at risk’ groups in institutions
(Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015; OfS, 2019a,b; UUK/NUS, 2019)
which universities are charged with addressing can be combatted
through tutoring enabling student engagement and attainment
of social and cultural capital (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015).
An improved student experience and student success is attributed
to good personal tutoring (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Battin,
2014; Pellagrino et al., 2015; McFarlane, 2016). It is important
to retention and progression (Smith, 2008; Drake, 2011; Webb
et al., 2017) and personal tutors can be influential in the final
decision of students who are thinking of leaving (Bowden, 2008).
Leach and Wang (2015) found those who receive good academic
advising are twice as likely to prosper from positive wellbeing
and be engaged in their professional careers at work. Given such
a level of significance is placed on it then one would assume a





Managerial Role Related to
Personal Tutoring and Advising (%)
Other (%)
What best describes your role (in relation to
personal tutoring and advising)?
51 11 33 5
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TABLE 2 | Responses to the question “Do you believe that it is necessary to establish professional standards for personal tutoring and advising?”
Yes (%) No (%) Don’t Know
Do you believe that it is necessary to establish professional standards
for personal tutoring and advising?
74 12 14
Responses to above question by role
Personal tutor/personal academic tutor
Advising role within professional services














set of standards is necessary in order to undertake, measure and
recognize the endeavor.
Almost three quarters of respondents (across role types) in
the pilot study indeed believed it is necessary for professional
standards for personal tutoring and advising to be established
(see Table 2). Respondents’ reasoning for this view included the
importance of tutoring to students’ transition to HE and wider
experience as well as the associated need for professionalization.
The Challenges Facing Personal Tutoring
and How Professional Standards May
Help
Despite the significant evidence of value, and the fact nearly all
academics will undertake personal tutoring at some point in their
career (Mynott, 2016, p. 104), personal tutoring systems have
been subject to chronic under-resourcing and described as ‘in
crisis’ (Evans, 2009). The tension between sufficiently organizing
personal tutoring and rapid expansion was voiced over 20 years
ago (Rivis, 1996, p. 46). More recent reports have articulated
unmet student needs and limited academic and pastoral support
(National Audit Office, 2007; House of Commons Public
Accounts Committee, 2008) leading institutions to review their
tutorial structures and provision. Time pressures associated with
these tensions may explain the ‘academic research desert’ of
personal tutoring (Thomas, 2018, p. x) and, specifically, the
scarcity of studies from those actually undertaking the role
(Ghenghesh, 2018), a group engaged by this pilot study. Habley’s
(2009) summary of advising in the United States may equally
apply to the current United Kingdom context:
‘. . . to date, a unique and credible body of knowledge is non-
existent, evidence supporting the impact of advising is insufficient,
and a coherent and widely delivered curriculum for advising is
currently unavailable.’ [my italics]
(p. 82)
Although the pilot study’s scope does not encompass all the
aspects which comprise tutoring ‘knowledge,’ ‘impact evidence,’
and ‘curriculum,’ its findings illustrate that standards could have
a significant part to play in furthering each of these. Respondents
felt personal tutoring ‘knowledge’ would be enhanced by the
greater visibility, awareness of best practice (and limiting
poor practice) that standards produce thus improving buy-
in and recognition from individual academics. They could set
boundaries for staff, students and the institution and manage
expectations of students. Others believed it would generate
‘impact evidence’ through showcasing and, just as the UK PSF
sets professional standards in teaching and the associated results
are considered important and recognized, this development
similarly, ‘has the potential to raise standards of tutoring practice
across the sector.’ Further perceived benefits included promotion
of an aspirational approach and potential increased retention
and attainment resulting from greater student resilience (with
associated HE market and societal benefits). Others believed it
would aid with work load and help gauge how local requirements
stand up to sector recommendations thus being beneficial at
student, practitioner and institutional level. Respondents’ views
on the inclusion of specified skills, competencies and behaviors
that comprise aspects of the UKAT framework [UK Advising
and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019] – which can be seen to relate to
‘curriculum’ – is analyzed in a following section.
Four respondents felt standards are abstract, a guide only, not
related to day-to-day practice, and are too reductive and rigid
for the multi-faceted personal tutor role. Some suggested that
any benefit would not be felt if ‘it’s a prescriptive tool.’ Such
concern over whether establishing a unifying set of principles
represents a reductive and unhelpful ‘one size fits all’ approach
to diverse contexts is understandable but does not necessarily
negate the need. ‘There is no single correct approach’ to tutoring
(Ridley, 2006, p. 132), something that can equally be said of
teaching where standards are well established. Referring to the
models and provision of personal tutoring in light of the diverse
student body, the literature recommends flexibility (Gidman
et al., 2000; Sosabowski et al., 2003; Grey and Osborne, 2018)
and tailoring to needs, whether they be those of the institution,
programme, or student (Atkinson, 2014; Battin, 2014; Grey and
Osborne, 2018). If an ethos of ‘freedom within a framework’
is used, professional standards for tutoring can exhibit the
same characteristics.
Further valid scrutiny of standards arises from asking what
purpose, or purposes, they have. Are they used to assess, evaluate,
measure impact, or support? Data gathered from the survey on
pre-existing standards pertinent to the personal tutoring role
elicited their general use for guidance and regulatory policy rather
than delivery thus suggesting a particular interpretation of their
purpose. This may also indicate that there is an absence of
published institutional ‘standards’ for tutoring which represent
a baseline for measuring professional tutoring and advising
practice. In United States academic advising, ‘assessment’ is
concerned with overall institutional delivery whereas ‘evaluation’
is focused on the performance of an individual academic advisor
(Robbins and Zarges, 2011). It is important to emphasize
that assessment/evaluation and support/value are not the polar
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opposites they may seem. It can be argued that the practitioner
derives satisfaction from knowing what they are doing and that
it is effective and, as a result, feel supported. Moreover, given the
importance of the role and impact it can have, a level of scrutiny
is to be expected.
Reasons given by some respondents who were skeptical about
any benefits which standards would accrue included questioning
whether they would improve institutional recognition, ‘Doubtful.
We have standards for other practices. They are not associated
with recognition in any way.’ Culture change is needed and
professional recognition (associated with standards) will not
necessarily result in changed practice and better personal
tutoring. One respondent felt ‘there are already enough in
place’ and fears it would represent an officious task were
expressed by others, ‘it would create yet another layer of
bureaucratic box-ticking.’ Another believed an additional set is
potentially ‘overwhelming.’
What Skills and Competencies Should
Populate Professional Standards for
Personal Tutoring?
As can be seen, explanations of the need and demand
for standards are very much linked to their relevance and
meaningfulness which, in turn, can be determined by the
skills and competencies which populate them. Previous studies
highlight the concerns and gaps in support expressed by tutors
and therefore, by implication, suggest the most relevant elements
of content for standards. Primary among them are role definition,
clarification and induction, boundary setting, and training on
pastoral support (Owen, 2002; Ridley, 2006; Stephen et al., 2008;
McFarlane, 2016; Hart-Baldridge, 2020; Walker, 2020).
Two United States-based studies identified interpersonal,
communication and listening skills as essential competencies
(among a wide variety) for entry-level academic advisors (Menke
et al., 2018) and advising for the future, helping students navigate
systems and empowering students to be the key responsibilities
according to faculty advisors (Hart-Baldridge, 2020). Further
sources give us a picture of tutoring functions and influence
from which skills and competencies can be extrapolated. Personal
tutoring facilitates the social integration, through engagement
and belonging, upon which student success relies (Beard et al.,
2007). The relationship students have with academic staff is most
important for nurturing belonging (Thomas, 2012, pp. 17–18).
As personal tutors, they can enable students to perceive they are
part of an academic community and that this is as important as
the academic content of programs (McCary et al., 2011). They
are ‘cultural navigators who teach students the language... and
help them acclimatize to the academic environment’ (Miller,
2016, p. 45), thus facilitating academic integration (Leach and
Wang, 2015). Tutoring is important to personal and professional
development (Smith, 2008). These research findings and the
examples contained within the National Academic Advising
Association’s (NACADA) ‘Core Competencies’ (2017c) informed
the development of the UKAT framework [UK Advising and
Tutoring (UKAT), 2019] which focuses on ‘knowledge,’ ‘skills,’
and ‘understanding’ (see Supplementary Appendix 2). Of the
TABLE 3 | Responses to the question “Which specific skills, competencies and
behaviors do you think should be included in any standards for personal tutoring
and academic advising?”
Which Specific Skills, Competencies and Behaviors Do You Think
Should Be Included in Any Standards for Personal Tutoring and
Academic Advising? Please Select All Which Apply.
Response (%)
Core values of personal tutoring and advising 91
Build tutoring and advising relationships with students 91
Communication skills relevant to tutoring with students 87
Plan and conduct successful tutoring and advising
interactions
80
Facilitate problem solving, decision-making,
meaning-making, planning, and goal setting
79
Collaborate effectively with professional services tocprovide
support to students
77
Theory relevant to personal tutoring and advising 61
Institutional informational knowledge 56




three components, ‘Conceptual,’ ‘Informational,’ and ‘Relational’
(the fourth ‘Professional’ component was added after the survey
took place), those descriptors most closely representing skills and
competencies (six of the seven ‘Relational’ aspects for example)
were included in the survey with participants asked to judge their
relevance (see Table 3).
Survey respondents deemed the UKAT related descriptors
as highly relevant and broad agreement with the specified
skills, competencies and behaviors is underlined by the fact
only 8.8% of respondents chose ‘other.’ In addition, McGill
et al. (2020) recently found the views of 17 North American
leaders in Advising on the professionalization of academic
advising ‘illuminate aspects’ of the UKAT framework (p. 8).
The suggestions accompanying the ‘other’ category were ‘CPD,
e.g., on mental health training,’ ‘empowering students to take
ownership and responsibility’ and ‘coaching.’ Arguably, this small
number of additions outlined by participants is covered in the
specified descriptors. Further detail in the form of reasons why
could be elicited in future study.
THE RELEVANCE AND USEFULNESS OF
PRE-EXISTING STANDARDS FOR
PERSONAL TUTORING
A number of pre-existing standards can be viewed as pertinent
to personal tutoring in HE. The most prominent of these are
discussed here: the aforementioned United Kingdom Professional
Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting Learning
in HE (UK PSF; Advance HE, 2011), The National Union
of Students (NUS) Academic Support Benchmarking Tool
(NUS, 2015a) and Charter on Personal Tutors (NUS, 2015b),
the National Occupational Standards for Personal Tutoring
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TABLE 4 | Responses regarding the relevance of pre-existing standards to personal tutoring and advising.
Which Current Standards/Frameworks Do You Think Are Relevant to
Personal Tutoring and Advising?(%) Please Select All Which Apply.
United Kingdom professional standards framework 72
National occupational standards for personal tutoring 39
National union of students (NUS) academic support benchmarking tool 42
Your institution’s standards/framework 75
Other 5
Not aware of any relevant standards/framework 12
(NOS) (Learning and Skills Improvement Service, 2013), and
NACADA’s ‘Core Competencies’ (2017c).
The UK PSF is nationally recognized and commonly known,
perhaps unsurprisingly given it underpins the two awards
necessary for teaching in HE, Postgraduate Certificates and
HEA Fellowship. Given the assumed undertaking of personal
tutoring alongside an academic teaching role, the question of
its relevance and sufficiency for the role needs posing. Advance
HE’s definition of the UK PSF references ‘HE teaching and
learning support’ [my italics] (Advance HE, n.d., online) and
‘supporting learning’ occurs in the title of the standards itself.
However, despite the inclusion of the descriptor ‘approaches
to student support and guidance’ (Advance HE, 2011, p. 3),
this stops short of specific reference to personal tutoring
and its associated skills and requirements. The remaining
‘Areas of Activity,’ A1, 2, 3, and 5, relate to teaching. The
dimension ‘professional values’ incorporates ‘respect individual
learners,’ ‘promote participation . . . and equality of opportunity
for learners’ (Advance HE, 2011, p. 3). Their relevance and
sufficiency for tutoring may be a matter of interpretation and
depend on one’s view of the complex relationship between
teaching and personal tutoring. However, recent studies have
identified personal tutoring’s specific requirements and skills,
in terms of tutoring approach (signposting, non-directive and
directive), levels of support for students (McFarlane, 2016),
setting boundaries, effective one-to-one conversations including
coaching and supporting ‘at risk’ and ‘vulnerable’ students
(Walker, 2020). Such particulars are not covered by the UK PSF
and arguably only partially by the other standards considered
here, whereas the UKAT framework references connected specific
skills under its ‘relational’ component, for example:
‘empathetic listening and compassion . . . be accessible in ways
that challenge, support, nurture, and teach . . . communicate
in an inclusive and respectful manner . . . motivate, encourage
and support students . . . plan and conduct successful tutoring
interactions . . . facilitate problem-solving, decision-making,
planning, and goal setting . . . collaborate effectively with campus
services to provide support to students.’
UK Advising and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019, p. 4 (for full list, see
Supplementary Appendix 2).
Of the pre-existing standards listed in the pilot study survey,
the UK PSF and the standards of respondents’ own institutions
were felt to be most relevant to tutoring and advising practice
with the NOS and the NUS Academic Support Benchmarking Tool
being relevant according to approximately 40% of respondents
(see Table 4). However, multiple respondents viewed the UK PSF
as not having enough detail with no reference to tutoring theory,
skills and competencies. Table 5 shows views of respondents
on the adequacy and sufficiency of pre-existing standards. Some
explained the inadequacy of the UK PSF for tutoring by making
the link with HEA fellowship. In their view, discussing tutoring
is not a necessity for conferring HEA fellowship and one cannot
achieve beyond Associate Fellow of the HEA based solely on
tutoring and advising practice thus making ‘the UK PSF of
particularly little use for recognizing effective tutoring/advising
practice for professional (primary role) advisors.’
Two respondents stated that the UK PSF was used for personal
tutoring (as part of overall academic practice) and that their
institutional framework reflects this. One respondent felt that the
UK PSF’s Area of Activity 4 ‘does prompt me to reflect on my
personal tutoring.’ Also, according to another, the UK PSF was
utilized when tutoring provided evidence in an HEA fellowship
application; however, another felt this evidence can only ever be
partial. A further respondent stated that the NUS tool was useful
in evidencing academic advising provision with students (the
comparison to staff perspectives proving beneficial) and had been
used to create a simpler institutional version. Three respondents
viewed certain elements of the UK PSF as useful.
Interestingly, one respondent explains the gap of skills and
competencies as resulting from a lack of clarity over where
personal tutoring should be positioned in relation to professional
service functions and teaching duties, issues discussed later in the
paper:
‘The United Kingdom professional standards framework and
national occupation [sic] standards both have issues in that
they don’t specifically conceive or make allowances for personal
tutoring as teaching rather than just a professional function, or of
it as [a] form of teaching and learning distinct to other classroom
learning because it is one-on-one and about self-development.’
The NUS Academic Support Benchmarking Tool (NUS,
2015a) and Charter on Personal Tutors (NUS, 2015b) outline
principles of an effective tutoring service and process from
a student perspective with the latter arising from a student
survey. The charter proposes that tutoring should ‘be adaptable
(tailored) to students’ needs,’ ‘support both academic and
personal development’ and ‘set mutual expectations [between
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staff and students]’ (NUS, 2015b, p. 2), therefore going some
way to referencing skills and competencies. Interestingly, the
charter states, ‘staff should be given full training on being an
effective personal tutor’ (NUS, 2015b, p. 2) thus echoing the
aforementioned research on staff perceptions.
Tutoring standards at a national level do exist in the form of
the comprehensive National Occupational Standards for Personal
Tutoring (NOS) (Learning and Skills Improvement Service,
2013). Despite being positioned to apply across sectors, they
originated in further education and therefore the extent to which
they are used in the HE sector is questionable. Nevertheless, they
represent a thorough scoping of the role and are a useful tool for
both populating group tutorial content and measuring the impact
of tutoring (Lochtie et al., 2018, pp. 123–127, 189–191). However,
they are not linked to formal accreditation for qualification to
teach in a particular sector. Grey and Osborne’s (2018) effective
tutoring principles make some reference to skills in a similar way
to the NUS (2015b) charter but are primarily for institutional
personal tutoring systems and structure thus representing an
evaluation tool for universities.
The NOS and the NUS benchmarking tool had less relevance
for respondents (approximately 40%) as shown in Table 4.
Reasons given included that, in the views of some, as unrelated
to both institutional organization of tutoring and individual
tutoring practice, they lack sufficient detail. On the positive side,
three respondents believed that that the NUS tool was detailed
and useful for tutoring.
With its longer history of professionalization of the role,
perhaps the closest existing provision of standards for personal
tutor competencies and attributes comes from the United States
in the form of NACADA’s three ‘pillars’. The ‘Concept’
(NACADA, 2017a) aims to define the role, the ‘Core Values’
(NACADA, 2017b) describe seven key attributes of the Academic
Advisor and the ‘Core Competencies’ (NACADA, 2017c)
are organized into three areas: ‘conceptual,’ ‘informational,’
and ‘relational.’ NACADA also endorses the ‘Standards and
Guidelines for Academic Advising’ produced by the Council
for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education
(CAS), a consortium of professional associations in higher
education (CAS, 2018). No such national standard is defined by
United Kingdom regulatory bodies (Grey and Osborne, 2018,
p. 2), such as the Office for Students (OfS).
NACADA’s competency areas mirror the content of training
for academic advisors in the United States (King, 2000). While
many of the elements of this professional guidance are useful to
United Kingdom personal tutoring practice, its full application
and sufficiency for the British context can be questioned. The
guidance has arisen from the United States context where
models of academic advising include those whose entire role is
advising whereas in the United Kingdom undertaking personal
tutoring alongside academic duties is prevalent. Partly due to
its basis in the in loco parentis moral tutor system used in the
universities of Oxford and Cambridge since the 16th century,
the United Kingdom personal tutor role can have a larger scope
than the NACADA classifications (Grey and Osborne, 2018, p. 2).
This is exemplified by the fact that, although there is much
common content between them and the aforementioned UKAT
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framework [UK Advising and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019], the
latter has the additional fourth ‘professional’ component (added
after the survey was undertaken) which references supportive
environments, student diversity, professional development, and
quality assurance [UK Advising and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019;
p. 3]. NACADA does refer to some of these areas but within their
‘Core Values’ (NACADA, 2017b) rather than as competencies.
Elements of effective personal tutoring systems have been
outlined (Gordon and Habley, 2000; Owen, 2002; Morey and
Robbins, 2011; Thomas, 2012; McFarlane, 2016) but do not
extend to skills and competencies needed. This absence could
explain the tacit understanding around the role (Stephen et al.,
2008; McFarlane, 2016) and assumption it will ‘come naturally’
(Owen, 2002; Gubby and McNab, 2013) leading tutors to ‘fall
back on a variety of misguided historical practices’ (Wootton,
2006, p. 115). Students not initiating contact has been explained
by a lack of understanding of the role from their perspective
(Malik, 2000).
McGill et al.’s (2020) recent study found the views of
17 NACADA leaders on the professionalization of academic
advising reflected, and thus supported, the relevance of
many significant aspects of the NACADA, UKAT, and NOS
frameworks, in addition to the core values and skills of effective
personal tutoring proposed by Lochtie et al. (2018).
Only approximately half of the participants responded to the
free text question asking how pre-existing standards were used
in personal tutoring which may reinforce the picture of limited
specific use. As for the high level of relevance given to ‘your
own institution’s standards,’ along with the fact this was not
explained by many may highlight a conflation of terminology,
specifically, ‘standards’ with ‘guidance’ or ‘policy’ as discussed
further later in the paper.




As is the case with the UK PSF for teaching, the standards being
discussed here are connected to ‘value,’ ‘reward’ and ‘recognition.’
These terms have broad meanings and their interdependence, as
well as the nuanced distinctions between them, need recognizing
and an important point of interpretation can be applied to
each: whether the perspective is individual or institutional.
Moreover, ‘recognition,’ particularly if expressed as ‘professional
recognition’ (as distinct from institutional recognition) generally
denotes an associated professional qualification. It was expressed
as ‘professional recognition’ in the wording of the pilot
study’s survey but, potentially, not all respondents made the
link between professional recognition and qualification. As
mentioned previously, at the time of the survey an associated
qualification (through UKAT) was only in the pilot stage
and therefore participants will not have been aware of this.
The literature and survey responses speak to the connected
nature of individual, institutional and sectoral (professional)
interpretations.
The literature presents a picture of personal tutoring as
invisible ‘other’ work for which there is a lack of reward and
recognition. References to personal tutoring in academic job
descriptions usually go no further than stating it must be
undertaken as a role, with little or no information on skills and
competencies given. In the United States, faculty advising ‘has
generally been an extra job added on to the teaching work load’
(Raskin, 1979, p. 101), a point made some time ago but Hart-
Baldridge’s (2020) recent findings of the principal challenges
for faculty advising – ‘advising as an isolated initiative,’ ‘unclear
expectations,’ and ‘workload (in)equity’ (pp. 15–16) – suggest that
the situation has not radically changed.
A perception of under-valued, under-recognized, and under-
rewarded personal tutoring at both institutional and sector
level emerged from the survey findings (see Table 6). This was
particularly marked at the institutional level amongst those in
an advising role within professional services and is in contrast to
the value which students and individual practitioners themselves
place on the role. There is ‘no reward or acknowledgment’ and
it is ‘viewed as a burden rather than a privilege.’ Regarding
sectoral recognition, ‘I don’t think there is enough national focus
on this part of the role.’ Tutors desire institutional recognition
(Luck, 2010) and its absence, combined with excessive workloads
and ineffectual staff development, explains issues with personal
tutoring delivery, rather than this being the fault of students
or tutors themselves (Huyton, 2009). Students believe that for
effective tutoring to take place, it ‘should be recognized in staff
reward and recognition schemes’ (NUS, 2015b, p. 2).
Tutors’ reference to colleagues’ mixed commitment to the
role in comparison to their other duties (Stephen et al., 2008;
Walker, 2020) implies varied individual value, which, in turn,
could be explained by varied institutional value. Personal tutoring
should be valued by institutions at the same level as teaching,
research and other scholarly activities (Robbins, 2012; Battin,
2014; McFarlane, 2016) if tutors are to prioritize it and believe
that it will enhance their careers (Trotter, 2004; Stephen et al.,
2008). Advisors must know training is an institutional priority,
be offered incentives and if it is not evident, they may be resistant
to engage and prefer to spend time on activities linked to their
own professional recognition (King, 2000). The United States
experience tells us that academic advisors work harder when
they are appreciated and rewarded in meaningful ways for their
work and positive reinforcement promotes natural enjoyment
which results in good performance (McClellan, 2016). Assessing
and evaluating personal tutoring sends the message that it is
important and valued (Cuseo, 2015). The lack of this at most
institutions (Creamer and Scott, 2000; Smith, 2008), possibly due
to the challenge posed by tutoring’s complexity (Lynch, 2000;
Smith, 2008; Anderson, 2017), reinforces reduced value.
With almost two-thirds of respondents answering positively,
a theme of professional recognition being wanted and needed
emerged (see Table 7). However, with almost a third of overall
participants responding ‘don’t know,’ some uncertainty is evident
and differences of views by role type emerged with 100% of
those in an advising role within professional services believing it
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Do you feel valued by your institution as a personal tutor
or academic advisor?
31 56 13
Responses to above question by role
Personal tutor/personal academic tutor
Advising role within professional services














Do you believe that your practice and experience in
personal tutoring and advising is recognized and/or
rewarded within your institution?
49 40 11
Responses to above question by role
Personal tutor/personal academic tutor
Advising role within professional services














Do you believe that your practice and experience in
personal tutoring and advising is recognized and/or
rewarded more widely in the higher education sector?
56 43 2
Responses to above question by role
Personal tutor/personal academic tutor
Advising role within professional services














TABLE 7 | Responses regarding the need for professional recognition of personal tutoring and advising.
Yes (%) No (%) Don’t Know (%)
Do you believe that professional recognition is needed for personal
tutors and advisors?
65 9 26
Responses to above question by role
Personal tutor/personal academic tutor
Advising role within professional services














Do you believe that establishing professional standards for personal
tutoring and advising would improve the recognition of personal
tutoring and advising within your institution?
63 25 12
Responses to above question by role
Personal tutor/personal academic tutor
Advising role within professional services














is needed and would improve institutional recognition. Diverse
opinions on this topic were also expressed. The majority of
survey participants conveyed the positive effects they believed
professional recognition would have. This perception was
expressed in terms of greater motivation and perceived value,
a raised profile for tutoring, and parity of esteem with the
other duties of academics, primarily teaching and research. They
believed specific skills are involved and therefore the role should
be recognized and rewarded. According to one respondent, tutors
should be ‘recognized for their impact in this field [pedagogy].’
Another two participants felt that standards would incentivise
practitioners to perform this role to a higher level, help address
where the role wasn’t being done at all and that industry responds
to professional recognition.
Those who were not sure or didn’t think professional
recognition of tutoring was needed stated that teaching excellence
covers it already, with one respondent uncertain whether it
should be ‘separated out’ and asking ‘Perhaps the UK PSF
should just have more emphasis on it?’ Participants referenced
tutoring’s subordinate status, described variously as ‘a minor
part . . . a bolt on’ and a ‘hybrid’ role, which meant few would
see it as something which needs recognition. Interestingly, this
contrasts to the positive responses arguing that recognition is
precisely what is needed to address tutoring’s inferior standing.
Such recognition is arguably the stimulus for overcoming
this barrier to progress, a reasoning which is echoed in the
literature reviewed. Despite the apparent greater focus on
professionalization in the United States, the comparable role of
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‘faculty advisor’ seems to face similar issues, with a lack of reward
and recognition resulting in academics giving it less importance
(Reinarz, 2000). This may be explained by the fact no professional
qualification is offered to faculty advisors, although Master’s
courses in Advising do exist which mainly primary role advisors
undertake. Similarly, reward and recognition is more prevalent
among the latter with academic faculty advisors rarely rewarded
or encouraged (McClellan, 2016). Future research could focus
further on the correlation between the relative status of tutoring
in the overall role of an ‘academic’ and other perceptions, for
example the purpose and importance of tutoring.
In addition to the raised profile and importance in common
with previous answers, further reasons for positive responses
included demonstration of the associated skill set and providing
a benchmark. The statement ‘Tutoring has a unique combination
of skills and competencies so should have [its] own framework
of qualification clearly!’ provides a further contrast to the
aforementioned views (in response to this and other questions)
of tutoring as a corresponding or ancillary activity to teaching.
Perhaps inevitably, variations between how respondents felt
about management within their respective institutions on this
matter were evident. The view from one participant that
‘senior management of my institution see a clear link between
recognition of personal tutoring and the ability to use [this] as
evidence for TEF submissions (in same way as HEA fellowship is
used as evidence) to advance TEF aspirations’ clearly contrasts
with another: ‘management wouldn’t care – only if it affected
recruitment and reputation.’ However, one could argue that the
TEF is one such determinant of recruitment and reputation.
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
This study acts as a pilot, in part due to a number of limitations.
This section discusses these limitations as they pertain to the
study in its entirety, and offers several general suggestions for
further research. In the following conclusion, implications of the
findings on the various aspects of the study are presented and
further, more specific opportunities for research proposed.
Fifty-seven responses were received but these came from
only 26 different United Kingdom higher education institutions
(HEIs). Of the eight universities having multiple respondents,
responses from three of these accounted for 39% of total
responses thus potentially skewing the results. However,
analyzing the responses to the key question of whether
professional standards for personal tutoring and advising are
necessary with responses from these institutions excluded
makes no significant difference (varying by 3.4%). The initial
distribution of the survey to the members of UKAT and
the fact participants were self-selecting meant respondents
were likely to be those most engaged in personal tutoring
and invested in improving practice. Therefore, both the
claim that the institutions involved were representative of
United Kingdom universities and that the individual respondents
were representative of the range of views on personal tutoring
within his or her institution can be contested.
Given the diversity of views found among the relatively
limited research population, work to examine what informs
such perceptions would seem to be necessary. Therefore, future
research could explore the latent variables in the perceptions
of tutors about the role which may rely on a larger research
population and potentially wider ranging survey.
The content of the questions was based on the issues most
evident from the literature. The high percentage of positive
responses to these suggest most respondents aspire to improve
the profile and practice of personal tutoring identified in
previous research thus reflecting the membership of UKAT.
The questions’ formats were designed specifically for this study,
with the inclusion of free text ‘explain your answer’ options
linked to closed, scaling/ranking and multiple choice questions
intended to maximize meaningfulness through qualitative data
complementing quantitative data. Explanations were optional
not compulsory and had completion rates of between 60 and 88%
except for one question whose 49% completion rate is potentially
explained due to it asking for explanations only from those who
use existing standards in personal tutoring practice. It is argued
that this gleaned significant findings which are of use and interest
to those engaged in personal tutoring and the sector more widely.
However, potentially other data collection methods, such as focus
groups, could have extended this significance.
Moreover, the study is potentially restricted by the relatively
limited response rate and short research period. However,
arguably, the survey reached those most engaged in personal
tutoring practice who were thus best placed to answer. In
addition, these respondents were from across the sector employed
in both modern and ‘red brick’ HEIs and therefore a reasonably
wide evidence base was achieved. Briefly referenced in responses,
the absence of student perspectives on these standards is a
further specific limitation of the study, particularly in light
of their lack of understanding of the role (Malik, 2000), and
incorporating such would be a useful extension and develop the
work undertaken by the NUS survey which led to its Charter on
Personal Tutors (NUS, 2015b).
CONCLUSION – IMPLICATIONS FOR
POLICY, RESEARCH AND PRACTICE
Based on theory and data, support for the establishment,
and relevance, of bespoke standards for personal tutoring and
advising in the United Kingdom HE context – in particular
as represented by the new UKAT framework [UK Advising
and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019] – is evident. The review of
relevant literature undertaken highlights this need and is
underlined by the findings of the pilot study which surveyed
a selection of those undertaking, and being responsible for,
these roles across the sector. Justifications for this convey
that such a development would help positively address the
fundamental tensions and contradictions of personal tutoring in
the current HE climate across individual, institutional, and sector
levels, namely standardization, professionalization, recognition
(both ‘institutional’ and ‘professional’ through accreditation),
status, and value. It is important to acknowledge that this
demand was not felt across all survey respondents but was
in the majority. Many questioned the relevance, adequacy
and usefulness of pre-existing sectoral standards for personal
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tutoring, therefore reinforcing the overall conclusion, while some
argued the opposite and raised issues around the effectiveness of
standards generally.
The Embedding of Standards and
Professional Recognition
As previously mentioned, the NACADA (2017c) ‘Core
Competencies,’ informed the development of the UKAT
framework [UK Advising and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019], included
in Supplementary Appendix 2, and Professional Recognition
Scheme. At the time of the study the former was newly published
and the latter in pilot form. In line with the conceptions of
the role highlighted by this study, these standards aim to serve
both the personal tutor undertaking the role as part of an
academic post and the professional personal tutor or advisor.
An evaluation of the usefulness, value, effectiveness, and impact
of this framework (and the newly associated qualification)
would be a worthwhile future research activity. The matters
professionals feel are most pertinent to standards as provided
by this study – namely clarity of purpose, flexibility, practical
application, incorporation of guidance and links to meaningful
recognition and value – could be used as criteria in such an
assessment. Student outcomes would be a further important
criterion for inclusion here.
The ‘Meaningfulness’ of Standards
Care needs to be taken to ensure standards are meaningful to
the practitioner, institutions, and the sector. Inclusion of relevant
skills, competencies and behaviors provides an important way of
achieving this. The majority view in the pilot study that personal
tutoring is a discrete exercise with a particular skill set aligns with
previous research (McFarlane, 2016; Walker, 2020). The broad
functions of personal tutoring, which imply the skills required,
have been extrapolated from the literature. The survey goes
some way to assessing and validating the new UKAT framework
[UK Advising and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019] through respondents’
corroboration of the relevance of specific skills and behaviors
contained within it, for example, communication skills, problem
solving, goal setting, and collaboration with professional services.
Further assessment could be provided by future research into the
application of the framework and impact on practice.
Other important ways of affording ‘meaningfulness,’ resulting
in practitioners valuing the standards themselves, are highlighted
by the literature and this pilot study. While the concern which
emerged from the findings that standards and frameworks equate
to ‘one size fits all’ is a legitimate one, perhaps particularly so
in relation to personal tutoring’s diverse contexts, it is overcome
by flexibility and relevance. The diversity of teaching contexts
and yet existence and use of established associated professional
standards underlines this.
The assertion expressed by a minority in the study, that
producing more standards will not have the desired impact
and, by implication, meaning, can be contested. Associated
with this view, the call for ‘guidance’ rather than ‘standards’
by some respondents may highlight the negative association of
the latter caused by previous experiences or a misunderstanding
of terminology or purpose. Standards, if linked to nationally
recognized qualification, can represent a minimum ‘threshold’ or
‘benchmark’ for practice and therefore have a wider purpose than
‘guidance.’ Arguably, standards can include ‘guidance’ within
them but ‘guidance’ in itself does not represent standards. Indeed,
when conceived of as a benchmark, as the UK PSF is for teaching
(Turner et al., 2013, p. 50), assessment against such standards
would convey a minimum level of good practice. At the time
of the survey, professional qualification linked to the UKAT
framework was only in the pilot stage, but now that a recognition
scheme has been developed, its effectiveness in providing a
benchmark merits further research.
Value, Recognition, and Reward
In terms of the value, recognition, and reward with which
personal tutoring standards could be associated, to some extent
the responses reflected the complex definitions of these, in
addition to the different, although interdependent, perspectives
of the individual, institutional and sectoral. While space does not
allow for a detailed discussion of these nuances here, a number of
interesting themes emerged.
While the skepticism from some about reward systems
related to tutoring is not new (Arnold et al., 1998; Deci
et al., 2001; Lawler, 2008; McClellan, 2016), specific claims
that standards would not improve, or are not associated
with, institutional recognition emerged. This can be challenged
through appreciating the parallels with the UK PSF and
HEA fellowship (outlined previously) which are recognized in
institutional metrics. Fellowship provides a required benchmark
and thus arguably instigates cultural change, and an associated
change in the practice of teaching and learning. Therefore, using
personal tutoring standards such as the UKAT framework [UK
Advising and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019], as proposed by this study,
offers a corresponding development for the important work of
tutoring and advising.
A crucial differentiator would seem to be recognition
conceived of as professional recognition and associated
qualification, specifically through an evidence-based assessment
mapped to the standards. As a consequence of such sectoral
recognition, improvement in institutional recognition and the
associated benefits for personal tutoring would follow. Greater
commitment would transpire, the survey response: ‘without
professional recognition tutors will not seek to improve their
practice’ here echoing the prioritization cited as a benefit by
King (2000) and Stephen et al. (2008). Those respondents’
view that no positive effect will be felt could suggest that not
all made the key link between standards and professional
qualification (and thus professional recognition). Future study
could clearly emphasize evidence-based retrospective assessment
against personal tutoring standards (leading to a professional
recognition qualification), which UKAT has now developed, and
investigate the effect on improving quality and practice.
Further research comparable to past work which
investigated the impact on practice from teaching professional
standards/accreditation, primarily the UK PSF and associated
HEA fellowship (Turner et al., 2013; Botham, 2018; Spowart et al.,
2019), would be valuable. The questioning of the correlation
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between standards and impact evident from this work does
not justify halting the endeavor of embedding personal tutoring
standards. Indeed, as respondents in the pilot study expressed,
any future assessment of impact can only take place if these
standards are actually utilized.
The fact equivalent assessments of teaching standards ‘suggest
a split in sector opinion as to whether engagement with the
UK PSF benefits learning and teaching practice’ (Botham, 2018,
p. 166) and provide ‘mixed evidence’ (Botham, 2018, p. 166)
has not resulted in rejection of standards and affords lessons
which can be learned for their personal tutoring counterpart.
Among these is a key finding from Spowart et al. ’s (2019)
cross-institutional study on how HEA fellowship impacts on
participants’ teaching development: ‘caution must be taken to
ensure that the professional development opportunities offered
by [HEA] accreditation schemes are fully realized’ (p. 1299).
More positively, Turner et al.’s (2013) research across eight HEIs
found the impact of the UK PSF ‘has been significant in most
institutions and for many institutional staff ’ (p. 50) and is used
in a ‘myriad of ways’ (p. 50) including
‘to underpin initial and continuing professional development, to
influence learning and teaching and related strategies, to act as a
national benchmark, to provide an aspiration for staff, to underpin
promotion and probation policies, and to change the language of
learning and teaching.’
(p. 50)
These echo the potential benefits both expressed by many
participants in this study and inferred from the literature in the
context of personal tutoring and further reinforce the argument
for their adoption.
The Relationship Between Teaching and
Personal Tutoring
In the context of examining the relevance of teaching standards,
this study contributes to an under-researched area: the important
question of the relationship between personal tutoring and
teaching. The complexity of this relationship is reflected in the
diverse opinions which were expressed, for example, the minority
view of tutoring as a marginal or hybrid role subordinate to
teaching, contrasting with the more commonly held view of its
significance. The former view, expressed by those who believed
professional recognition of tutoring is not necessary, can be
contested by the fact that, although personal tutoring is not
explicitly referenced in the TEF, it contains criteria referring to
personalized learning and student support to which personal
tutoring directly relates. Since evidence from personal tutoring
practice could be used to support TEF claims against these
criteria then, arguably, it is sufficiently important and separate
professional recognition is a necessity.
A further relationship, that between tutoring as part of
an academic position and a separate ‘professional tutor’
role (mirroring ‘faculty’ and ‘primary role’ advisors in the
United States), was highlighted by the findings. This was
exemplified by an additional view which emerged, that tutoring
standards are necessary but would need to situate the role as a
mode of teaching, rather than as a separate ‘professional tutor’
activity. Building on this research, and the small number of other
previous studies which highlight and discuss these relationships
(Stork and Walker, 2015, pp. 7–9; Lochtie et al., 2018, pp. 9–14),
would be a fruitful avenue for future work.
The increasing importance of personal tutoring at sectoral,
institutional, individual practitioner and student level has not
produced the requisite advance in professionalization. The
adoption of discrete professional standards for this work would
be a notable step toward resolving this unsatisfactory situation.
While acknowledging the limitations of this study, and in
combination with the literature reviewed, it is argued that the
embedding of relevant personal tutoring standards, such as
those represented by the new UKAT framework [UK Advising
and Tutoring (UKAT), 2019], is needed and justified through
the associated improvements in support, development and
recognition it could provide for this most crucial of roles.
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